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Both Sides Now: Vendors and Librarians —
Terms & Conditions
Column Editor: Michael Gruenberg (Managing Partner, Gruenberg Consulting, LLC)
<michael.gruenberg@verizon.net> www.gruenbergconsulting.com
If it’s on the Internet, it must be true
and shouldn’t all the information on the
Internet be available for free? These two
questions have haunted every salesperson
that has ever walked into a library to sell any
type of e-content. To be blunt, the answers to
the questions are: that not everything on the
Internet is true (see 2016 Presidential election)
and secondly, to access relevant, peer reviewed
content, there will inevitably be a charge by
the vendor for acquiring, compiling, cleansing
and presenting that data. It is only after that
process is complete that every serious academic
researcher or every kid reading a novel or
every college student writing a term paper or
every person looking for a new job at libraries
throughout the world can be confident in the
relevance and accuracy of the data. So the
answer to both questions is No!
Acquiring content, developing in-house
content and providing that content on an
easy-to-use platform is part and parcel of what
information industry companies do every day.
There are technical people who make sure
that the content provided on the company’s
platform will be compatible with the library’s
network. There are financial people working
for the vendor that monitor and dutifully report
on the costs associated with acquiring and presenting the data for library patrons. I submit to
you that all those vendors fully understand their
costs, fastidiously work to maintain their operating margins and know full well how much
the market will bear when it comes down to the
asking price for their content. All vendors are
fully cognizant of their competitor’s products
and associated prices of those products, as
well. A significant element of every company’s
prices is being aware of what their competitors
charge for similar content.
So that everyone knows, vendors struggle
every day with the dilemma of what to effectively charge for the content they are providing.
Aggregators have the additional complex task
of not only figuring out cost of product, but
also the salespersons’ commissions, (better
known as cost of sale) and calculating the
royalty payments they must make to the various
sources of the information being used. There
are Product Managers, internal publishers,
sales and marketing people, all of whom have
some say in the final cost to the library of the
content provided. Combine these factors with
whatever margin of profit the company needs to
make to pay salaries, employee healthcare, and
general plant maintenance to keep the business
viable which means that a lot of calculation
must be done before any user in any library
presses the “search” button.
Vendors in our industry are most mindful
of the monetary situation of today’s library
customers. There is not a salesperson sell-
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ing e-content to libraries who hasn’t heard
the mournful words, “we have no money to
buy your content.” In all too many cases, a
library budget for acquisition of new content
is declining. Besides agreeing to a fair price
for the content presented, the salesperson must
now demonstrate how their product can replace
the library’s current content with this new one.
Given some libraries’ reluctance to change
vendors, the task of selling new content is at
times, a bit overwhelming.
That’s why the phrase that accompanies all
library buying decisions, “terms & conditions”
plays such a crucial role in the process of buying and selling information. Vendors know that
by granting more liberal terms and conditions
to the buyer, profits will inevitably be affected.
Of course, a more lenient policy on terms and
conditions may be just the formula to attract
many more buyers.
For example, in the public library market,
vendors are fully aware that in some cases a
significant amount of users may be comprised
of people who actually have the wherewithal
to buy the database on their own and yet they
find the public library a convenient and certainly less expensive way to access the data.
Many business sections in public libraries are
the resource centers for small businesses that
need the data but cannot afford the luxury of
an internal library system. With all this in
mind, vendors gladly sell to public libraries
because many of these small businesses
may someday become larger and will either
buy the content at that time or certainly recommend it to others. Moreover, using the
public library strengthens the community and
supports a valuable resource for everyone in
that locality.
The more the vendors’ e-content is used,
the better for the company. Usage statistics
that indicate high usage (or not) are an integral part in selling and maintaining a database
subscription at any library, but even more at a
public library whose funding depends on local,
state and federal monies. If a database shows
heavy usage, then the odds of it being renewed
are greatly increased because the library can
justify the expense of buying it to a varied
number of those in control of dispensing the
money needed by the library to buy and renew.
Sometimes a database that is renewed year
after year is even better than a new business
order in the eyes of the vendor. Cost of sale
for renewals is considerably less than the cost
of sale for new business.
On most order forms, the page on the back
with the small print of the multi-copy form
contains the boilerplate terms and conditions
of buying the product described on the front
of the form. Library acquisitions departments
spend a significant amount of time reviewing

what are affectionately referred to as the “T’s &
C’s.” Alternativley, the vendor’s legal department spends the same amount of time crafting
language that will protect the company from
the evils of fraud, non-compliance and illegal
use of the data. While both entities have their
jobs to do, it’s up to the buyer and seller to
amend those T’s & C’s for the benefit of both.
After all, the whole purpose in negotiating a
fair contract is finding a win/win result for
both parties. No one is happy if one side wins
and the other side loses and certainly no one
is happy if both sides lose.
Some items that can be written into an
agreement of sale can be a cap on the increase
in renewal fees. Companies compute the longterm revenue on every new business sale and
are happy to ensure a yearly renewal of content.
University libraries are known to keep a product in their catalog for an average of 5-7 years
after purchase before contemplating a cancellation and/or switch in vendors. Therefore, many
companies are somewhat liberal in negotiating
a cap to future renewal cost increases. “If the
library buys our new Whiz-bang data base for
$X, the renewal price increase over the next
three years will be no more than 2.5% per year.”
Write that into the T’s & C’s.
The vendor may say, “If our new technology is not everything we say it is, you will
be entitled to some relief.” What does that
mean? It means that you can negotiate that if
the new technology does not work as advertised, the library will be entitled to either early
cancel the contract or be given a significant
discount on future renewals. Write that into
the T’s & C’s.
Whether it’s becoming a beta test site for a
new product or giving an endorsement of how
much your library likes a certain company
product or a say in the development of a new
product, all that stuff can be written into the
agreement. The only caveat is that the information professional must ask for any of these
considerations. Write that into the T’s & C’s.
The ball is your court. Here’s something
to consider:
Since writing my book, Buying and Selling
Information: A Guide for Information Professionals and Salespeople to Build Mutual
Success, I have often spoken about the fact that
library schools somehow omit course study on
negotiation skills for librarians. I have suggested on many occasions that library schools
begin to take this topic seriously. In addition,
I would counsel library school course selectors
to add a course on how information industry
aggregators and publishers actually figure out
what to charge libraries for their content. That
would be quite an eye opening course
continued on page 70

<http://www.against-the-grain.com>

69

Being Earnest with Collections — Improving Internal
Communications at Georgetown University Library
by Melissa Jones (English & Humanities Librarian, Georgetown University) <Melissa.Jones@georgetown.edu>
Column Editor: Michael A. Arthur (Associate Professor, Head, Resource Acquisition & Discovery, University of Alabama
Libraries, Box 870266, Tuscaloosa, AL 35487; Phone: 205-348-1493; Fax: 205-348-6358) <maarthur@ua.edu>
Column Editor’s Note: In this month’s
edition of Being Earnest with Collections,
I am featuring a talented librarian I met a
few years ago when we served together on
the Gale Library Advisory Board. Melissa is
a dedicated librarian who is well spoken. In
this article, Melissa provides best practices to
improve communication between the various
stakeholders involved with decisions about
subscription review and cancellation. Many
of us have been involved with reduced purchasing power caused by budget reductions,
inflation, or even flat budgets. In the article
you will find important takeaways that may
help if your library is anticipating a large
scale review of titles with possible cancellations. My thanks goes to Melissa for her
detail and efforts in making this information
available to ATG readers. — MA

A

fter several years of steady collections
growth, Georgetown University
Library (GUL), like most academic
libraries, faced initially flat and then declining
collection budgets. A flat budget in FY15
prompted the library to assemble a task force
of librarians to make small-scale reductions
in order to account for serials inflation.1
Although the library previously had various
standing committees to address collection development and management concerns — the
Collection Development Council (2000-2010)
and the Allocations Committee (2011-2013)
— these groups had been disbanded in the

Both Sides Now ...
from page 69
One of the topics that get an incredible
amount of attention at my WEBEX’s and inhouse sessions centers on price. Inevitably
someone from the audience will relate a horror
story about the salesperson who could not justify the price being asked for by the company
be it a renewal or new business opportunity.
Moreover, some sales reps, I am told have had
the audacity to tell the librarian that no price
sheet exists! Really? Is it plausible that any
information industry company cannot provide
a simple price sheet to a customer? I think not.
My suggested response for an information
professional unhappy with the price proposed
by the vendor is to ask a simple five word question which is, “Can you defend your price?” At
the very least, the company will endeavor to
explain how they arrived at the price.
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course of key personnel changes. Without an
existing standing committee, a task force was
convened to deal with the collection review
decisions needed to balance the budget. The
collection review also coincided with two
crucial vacancies — the Associate University
Librarian for Scholarly Resources and Services and the Head of Collections, Research,
and Instruction — adding to the existing
challenges of the collection review.
Under these circumstances, the Collections Review Task Force (CRTF) was formed
in fall 2014 with the charge to “establish
and apply objective criteria for analyzing
the content, cost, and actual/projected usage
of titles. To ensure that the library’s limited
resources are allocated appropriately, they
will work closely with liaison librarians who
will inform and involve interested faculty
members.” The task force comprised the
Head of Technical Services, the Head of
Electronic Resources and Serials,
the Collections Coordinator, and
three additional subject librarians, representing a variety of
disciplinary perspectives. For
the first round of cuts, the CRTF
was directed to find savings
from within current electronic resources and serials subscriptions,
standing orders, newspaper subscriptions, and
microform subscriptions. Since the collections hadn’t been holistically reviewed in a
significant amount of time, most of the initial
cuts were for resources with low-to-no usage.

At my session at the 2016 Computers in
Libraries meeting in Washington, DC, two
of the librarians in the audience reminded me
that they attended my session the year before
and that I had suggested the five word question
when confronted with a vendor’s price that
seemed excessive. They both told me that they
had occasion to ask the question and in both
cases (at separate libraries), a more reasonable
price was negotiated. It can be done! All you
have to do is ask.
Colin Vearncombe (1962 - 2016), known
by his stage name Black, was an English
singer-songwriter. He emerged from the punk
rock music scene and achieved mainstream
pop success in the late 1980s, most notably
with the international hit single “Wonderful
Life” in 1987. He wrote a song, “Something
For The Asking” that pretty much sums up the
point of this article.
The ball is in your court.

Concluding the first year of cuts and anticipating future cuts, the CRTF reached out to the
subject librarians to solicit comments on and
suggestions for improving the review process.
To that end, the CRTF sent a survey asking for
feedback on the following questions:
• What worked well in the collection
review project this academic year?
• What did not work well in the collection review project? What would
you suggest for improvement?
• Do you have other suggestions about
how to approach the cuts in FY16?
From the survey the CRTF identified a
number of ways it could improve its processes.
Suggestions ranged from the review’s timing,
which coincided with the busiest part of the fall
semester, to internal communication processes
and coordination of the review. The success
of the project, in terms of meeting the budget
reduction goal, would rise and fall
on the active participation of all
the subject librarians. With
that in mind, the CRTF took
the librarians’ critiques to
heart and established several
practices to ensure that
information flowed smoothly
and steadily to and from the
task force and the subject librarians. While
we couldn’t change the review’s timing, we
could improve our methods of disseminating
key information about the review.
continued on page 71
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practices advice for improving negotiation
skills for librarians and salespeople. His
book, “Buying and Selling Information: A
Guide for Information Professionals and
Salespeople to Build Mutual Success” has
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